Readers' comments are welcomed on articles published in Leonardo. In general, short letters stand best chance of publication. The Editors reserve the right to shorten letters for reasons of space. Letters should be written in English or in French.
I was most interested to read and study Professor Monroe Price's article on 'Government Policy and Economic Security for Artists' in the April 1970 issue of Leonardo.
In the International Opportunities for Artists section of this July issue of Leonardo you publish a statement on our Art Registration Committee. One of the objectives of the Committee is to remedy the problem which Professor Price calls the 'deepseated romantic view of art and of artists'. 1 have written that 'the artist only benefits from the increase in values of his current paintings as a reflection of the appreciation of his earlier ones . . . or sometimes vice versa, but is still denied the inalienable right to an interest in any sale of . . . his own (original) product after its initial sale. This right is theoretically given to him by Clause 14b of the Brussels Copyright Treaty of 1948, to which the United Kingdom adhered in 1957 and duly ratified but since then has remained largely inoperative'. The intention is there. Action, however, is lacking.
Because of this I wrote, at her request, to Miss Jennie Lee, then British Minister for the Arts, and to Lord Goodman, Chairman of the British Arts Council, both of whom made some useful comments. To overcome the many difficulties in the implementation of this clause, so well described by Professor Price and encountered in those countries that have tried to do so, the Art Registration Committee was set up.
Thepoint Inow want to make is that the registration of works of art is an immensely valuable and very cheap method of achieving the objectives set out in the statement on the Committee in this issue of Leonardo.
Professor Price has said, rightly, that 'the fact that an increasing number of artists may be producing multiple reproductions does not mean that the painter of an original oil should be stripped of art proceeds protection . . .'. He further admits that '. . . a substantial resale market exists for the works of living or only recently deceased artists, so that an art-proceed right is not meaningless. He estimates that it would benefit some 34 per cent of the artists or their heirs, whose works were sold in any year. This is the best estimate we have seen. However, he can, in my view be easily refuted and, perhaps, he contradicts himself when he says that 'most purchasers do not buy predominantly for investment purpose'. Experience shows that most collectors do just that to mitigate or even circumvent capital gains tax and estate duty.
Nevertheless, and this is my second point, I would accept his view that droit de suite might be of less value in the United States than elsewhere but I refute his suggestion that the enforcement of it need be cumbersome or requires an expensive bureaucracy. This Committee proposes computerization to avoid past impediments.
In fact, Professor Price appears to disagree with himself when he says further along that it is justifiable for artists '. . . to obtain residuals in the works' or 'tax each subsequent use o f . . . a painting', if one defines 'use' as making a profit on it by resale, exhibition, etc.
Still further he argues cogently that even powerful artists do not exercise their strength in the market place. This is exactly what this Committee would undertake to do with the funds it would accumulate for the defence of artists. The obvious advantages of a central and eventually universal registry need not detain us here.
Finally, Professor Price seems to belie his apparent hostility to art-proceeds rights by stating that it is difficult to believe that the ingenuity of lawyers cannot surmount the problems surrounding the drafting of a private [my italics] art-proceeds right. This is what my Committee is aiming at and, I believe, can achieve through, as he writes: 'private contractual techniques for future participation in the increase in value in a work of art'. The Committee agrees with his suggestion for a 10 per cent lien on the painting's subsequent (increase in) value. 1 would add, after deduction of a token fee for identifiable and legitimate housing or storage costs and insurance charges.
There is one other very important point of my own that I would like to make. It concerns the needs of artists in countries with higher levels of direct taxation than in the United States. Droit de suite would provide a means for both the maker of an original art work and the owner of a work he has originally registered, if either so wishes, to spread his receipts over a number of years and 'hedge' his sale, as financiers say.
Let me cite the case of the English artist, L. S. Lowry, who, it has been said, on a sale in 1968 of f21,000 worth of his painting, received, after deduction of one third by the gallery and after paying income tax, around f3000 or 1/7th of the gross proceeds. Henry Moore says he is lucky if he receives f 6 for every E l 0 0 he is paid for one of his works, that is, 1/16th of his gross proceeds. Although an art work may represent several years of work, the gross proceeds cannot be allocated for income tax purposes over three precious years but tax must be paid at the highest rates (up to 90 per cent) as income earned in a single year or spread over three future years on the assumption that the artist subsequently sells little or nothing.
My conclusion, therefore, is that in arguing for greater government participation Professor Price has overstated his case against a law on droit de suite, although, he seems to favour a droit de suite by private contract. Perhaps this is because he has mainly been concerned with the American scene. Legislation might, I admit, eventually be necessary when swindlers and evaders appear in sufficient number but not till then. The voluntary principle is important.
I have reservations about governmental participation in the work of our Committee. The struggle between artists and administrators, which we see daily enacted in Britain both inside and outside the Arts Council and the Ministry responsible, with its millions of pounds of patronage, might be repeated on an international scale if Professor Price had his way, to the discomfiture of both artist and art-lover.
Nevertheless, Professor Price and our Committee are, I believe, on the same side of the fence, He wishes to pursue these aims through guiding government policy whereas our Committee wishes to pursue its analogous and complementary objectives by creating a national and eventually an international registration centre for works of art and, maybe, also jewellery and antiques. Our scheme would include a clause permitting the implementation of droit de suite for original artists and for present owners of works of art who wish to register and so to benefit from higher security and, hence, lower insurance charges, legitimate accessibility and the universality of a central registry . 1 have worked with fluorescent paints since 1950, when they first became available to artists [I] . Immediately I found they added a dimension to the concept of painting that I had arrived at in 1943, namely the presentation of the atomic world and the energies in nature. The fluorescent paint (lacquer at that time) was so much more vibrant and 'energetic' than standard oil paints. I was really excited. The lacquer had a tendency to crack when used on any large expanse, so from 1950-1956 1 used it rather sparingly side by side with regular oil paints. In 1956, I found an alkyd oil-base fluorescent paint that was much more amenable to my way of painting. This I used until 1965, when I found the Politec fluorescent acrylics.
I note that Mr. Aach has had good experience, as I have had, with the permanence of fluorescent paint. The supposedly inferior fluorescent paint of the early 1950s has not lost its brilliance on the canvases that I have from that period.
Richard Bowman 178 Springdale Way
Redwood City California, U.S.A. 1. Light sculpture--This type of sculpture may utilize either natural or artificial light. In the case of the latter, it may be used in such a way that (a) the light producing elements are a part of or all of the structure (such as in the sculptures by Dan Flavin) and (b) that the light is either projected on to or transmitted, reflected or refracted from within the sculpture. My interest is concentrated on the kind (b).
L'ARTICLE D'ADAM SUR LES MATERIAUX PLASTIQUES
2. Thermal intemptor-there are two types. In the first type the circuit is made and broken at random (e.g. within a lamp itself) whereas in the second the intervals are programmed.
Jim Hill Route 2, Box 203 Santa Fe, New Mexico 87501 U.S.A.
ON THE ORIGIN'S OF ABSTRACT ART
I thoroughly enjoyed reading Professor Trillat's article 'Art, Aesthetics and Physics: The Contribution of Physics to Modern Art' in Leonardo 3, 47 (1970) . The analogies are fascinating and remarkable.
It may be of interest to readers to know that Figure 2 (a), 'Girl Running on a Balcony' by Giacomo Balla, can be related to scientific inventions by tracing the development of the camera. Balla, a Futurist painter, depicted the noise and speed of modern life. This painting was probably influenced to some degree by the motions revealed in photographs by Muybridge and later in Marey's chronophotographs where the sequence of motions of a cantering horse and of a bird in flight were seen for the first time. Cinematography was also being developed. From 1910, Bragaglia experimented with chronophotography and was closely associated with Balla in the years 1911-13, the period when this painting was made. Although Balla may not have used photographs as a direct source of inspiration, as many artists then did and still do, there is no doubt that these scientific inventions provided much new information on motion of use to artists. If we accept this influence, his painting is no less creditable in my view, as he used a wide range of stimuli at his disposal. He has interpreted them in his own individual way.
I cannot accept the hypothesis that 'the real creators of abstract painting were the optical scientists of the seventeenth century'. If this were so, it is surprising that abstract art took three hundred years to emerge! The artist could have utilized forms seen through the microscope when Leewenhoek first studied the 'water-world'. The artists were then too preoccupied, it seems, with religious and social values and the expression of the lavish style of the Baroque to be concerned or influenced by the new visual experiences brought about by this instrument. It is known that the English Renaissance architect, Sir Christopher Wren, was commanded by Charles I1 to make drawings from the microscope. This view of the hidden world was not manifested in a more 'abstract' style in the form of design. The new approach was a reflection of the general mood of progress of the time.
Abstract paintings to me represent the progressive development of artistic expression and may be seen as a parallel to the development of geometrical models in the field of physics. Since the first abstract paintings were produced around 191 1, artists have subsequently used microscopic forms as inspiration, e.g. the Festival of Britain Pattern Group used crystal structure diagrams as a basis for designs in 1951. This was the main theme of the exhibition : combining ideas in science, technology and industrial design.
Scientists cannot be given all the credit for artist's inventiveness or for the precipitation of abstract works of art. There are undoubted relationships between discoveries in science and some art works but a work of art should, in my view, rise above mere imitative qualities. The viewer is confronted in a work of art with creative insight and the qualities of design unique to itself. I refer to science for some of the motivation of my present work but I hope I deserve at least some of the credit for its creation.
Gwyneth M. Thurgood (Mrs) 10, The Oval New Barn Longfield, Kent England
